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Good Morning Chairman Jutila, Chairman Musto, ranking members and committee
members. For the record, my name is Denise Merrill and I am Secretary of the State of
Connecticut. I am pleased to testify on the following bills relating to the conduct of
elections in Connecticut.

Senate Bill 4 “AN ACT CONCERNING EARLY VOTING.” ‘This bill would
enact early voting for the sfate of Connecticut for state elections - on the even numbered
years. It would require municipalities to have polling locations open for voters to cast
ballots for a period of eight days leading up to Election Day in November,

I strongly support early voting in the state of Connecticut. 1 have previously testified
in front of this committee numerous times in support of a constitutional amendment that
would open the doois to early voting, as well as a pilot program to institute early voting
for municipal elections this November. I have been one of the strongest advocates of
early voting in our state consistently for the last few years because we simply need to
modernize our election practices to accommodate the busy, hectic lives of our voters.
Many potential voters, who are very civic-minded people, just don’t have the time to take
off from work and get to their polling place to cast a ballot. Or better yet, if they have
already made up their mind who they will be voting for prior to the election, why wait
until the first Tuesday in November to cast that ballot?

Allowing early voting in our state could also alleviate some of the long lines we have
seen at polling places — particularly in high-turnout Presidential elections. More than 30
other states have enacted early voting - in person, by mail, through no excuse absentee
ballots or some combination of these methods — with great success. Voters love the
convenience of casting that ballot early and it is very popular across red and blue states.
Combined with our enactment of Election Day Registration I actually see the potential




for these reforms to substantially increase voter turnout in Connecticut — which is a good
thing. If you make voting easier and more convenient, more eligible voters will choose
to cast ballots. And that is what we want,

I believe that the public has an appetite for early voting and other innovations and
flexibility that Connecticut's election system currently does not offer. In the past
presidential election of 2012, more than 32 million Americans cast their ballots early,
before election day. They voted on weekends, afier religious setvices, whenever it was
convenient for them. Our policy makers want feedback from the public, and elections are
one of the most tangible ways that someone can make their views known. And, if we
want people to participate we need to meet them where they are, and to them, voting on
the first Tuesday following the first Monday in November is simply a tradition and one
many would be open to changing. In fact, I dare say that many voters find it to be an

inconvenient time.

Of course, early voting won’t solve all the problems associated with low voter
turnout. Turnout is also driven by the quality of the candidates and the level of discourse,
and the issues facing our community. But to the extent election administration can
enhance turnout, relieve pressure on Election Day and give voters’ more opportunity,

early voting is a good option.

Over the last few election cycles we have seen some pretty intense and negative
races. A lot of this mudslinging happens at the very end of a campaign --- just when
some people are starting to pay attention. I think this does our voters a great disservice.
And since most candidates will want their last message to a voter to be positive I think
that the implementation of early voting will curb some of that last minute negative
campaigning., That's something that I think we'd all like to see.

Senate Bill 1146 “AN ACT CONCERNING CROSS- ENDORSEMENTS.” This
bill would eliminate the cross-endorsement of candidates for office by multiple political
parties on the ballot. Connecticut is one of only a handful of states that allow for major
party candidates to be cross endorsed by minor parties. I believe that a vibrant
democracy means encouraging avenues for everyone to express their opinion, and, to me,
that is what minor parties offer to voters.

But I think the larger question here is: what does it really mean to be a political
party? Connecticut has a rich tradition of independent-minded people who have forged
their own way and even formed their own parties. There was Governor Weicker’s A
Connecticut Party and the Connecticut for Licberman Party. And, most of us are familiar
with the Working Families Party, the Independent Party, the Green and Libertarian
Parties. Maybe you even remember the Concerned Citizen Party and the Natural Law
Party. But did you know that Connecticut also has the Canterbury First Party, Chatham
Party, Reform Party, Swing Party, Bottom Line Party, and the Guilty Party? And many
more. I would not want to curtail someone’s ability to organize their own party and
participate in our elections. To me, the more unique voices we have, the better.




But, I do think that permitting cross-endorsement has created some voter confusion,
and I'd like to speak to that today. Only five states — New York, Delaware, New
Hampshire, South Carolina, and Connecticut have ballots organized by a party line. In
the whole country, only New York and Connecticut have ballots organized on a grid with
the party laid out horizontally. The other three Delaware, New Hampshire, and South
Carolina have a party line that runs vertically. The other 45 states vote by office with no
horizontal or vertical line. The party-line horizontal grid in which our ballot is laid out
can make cross endorsements confusing to many voters. They see their candidate on the
major party’s line, and then again on the minor party’s line. As a result, many voters vote
for their candidate for a certain office twice — filling in the bubble next to their candidate
on BOTH THE MAJOR AND MINOR PARTY’S LINE.

We have programmed our optical scan voting machines to accept that ballot because
WHO the voter wants is clear, but moderators are then required to go through an
intermediate step of allocating these votes among the cross-endorsing parties. This kind
of voter confusion doesn’t happen in other states because the ballot is not designed to
have a party line. Instead, there is a listing of candidates for office and next to the
candidates’ name is the endorsing party (or parties, as the case may be), A copy ofa
ballot from Vermont is attached to my testimony. Of course, once you redesign the ballot
by office rather than party you then need to consider the process by which minor parties

gain access to the ballot.

Currently, minor partfies in Connecticut gain ballot access through either a petitioning
process or based on the performance of minor party candidates in the previous election
cycle. And timeliness is also a factor. If you gain access via performance in a prior
election you keep that ballot access by running another candidate and again meeting that
threshold of performance. Performance of minor parties wouldn’t be something we could
measure if we designed our ballot by office instead of party. So we would have to figure
out an alternative method. Many other states only require a fee to be paid to get a ballot
line. Or, perhaps, it should be tied to some sort of number of people registered in your

party.

These complicated issues are, [’m sure, the reason that 43 states don’t allow for cross
endorsements at all. Most Connecticut voters are registered as Unaffiliated. This could
be an indicator that they are open to new parties and new ideas. We should consider now
how to accommodate a growing number of minor parties in such a way that we have
minimal voter confusion. For all of these reasons, I think that this should be studied

closely by the legislature.

HB 6670 “AN ACT CONCERNING SUPERVISED ABSENTEE BALLOTING,
APPLICATIONS FOR ABSENTEE BALLOTS AND DUTIES AND
RESPONSIBILITIES ASSIGNED TO MODERATORS.” Ijust want to briefly point
out Section three of this bill, which I support.

Section three of this bill streamlines the absentee ballot application process for taking
out multiple applications at one time. Currently each application is assigned a unique
serial number by each town clerk, This proposal eliminates that and, instead, assigns a




unique serial number to each person circulating absentee ballot applications. That is the
data point worth tracking as it relates to any need to investigate allegations of absentee
ballot fraud. This is language gives relief to Town Clerks all over Connecticut who
administer absentee ballots and is also supported by my office and the State Elections
Enforcement Commission.

Thank you and at this point I will be happy to take any questions.
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